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“These Problems 


ey re all so| bl. 
our feelin ane 


we have. 
F iS democrac a 
—Pances Moore Lapp é 


“TTIBERTY! FREEDOM! DEMOCRACY! 
| True anyhow no matter how 
many Liars use those woras. 
—Langston Hughes 
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Bhs Ha ee ig for 


—Margaret Thatcher 
“Tye learned..that citizens 
who refuse to obey anything | 
but their own conscience 
can transform their 
countries; in short, that 
self-esteem is the basis of 
any real democracy. 
—Gloria Steinem 


"We all need to be 
reminded that democracy 
isnt just voting for 
president every four years 
and then trusting him to fix 
things. Democracy is about 
getting together with your 
community to think together 
about your future. 
—Bill McKibben 
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Jusnce , have eachot them 


that cannct be reconciled 
Win one another“ 








We mostly talk using jumbled 
about democracy — like a. 
as elections, “presidential race,” 


Throughout history, there’s never 


been one exact definition of in ( 
democracy. ad 


But at its root, 
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TTT 11 | power in the ithe 
tt = 7 hands of the ahone is 
— people. 


or even an actual 
war. 


battleground 
state 
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Politics sounds like associated with 


| | | . we iqnore 
Ohh no, dont | a dirty word, | corruption and But by focusing —_ Ki, Rec xi Wen Bie 
talk to me | | dishonesty, so much on état up — ) Constitution 


elections, 


divides power 


> between the 
eo (2 three branches 


of government 
and the people — 
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But at its core, and in a democracy, and who gets to 
politics is about we should have a make decisions that 
say in who has it, affect us all. 










making government | 
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We tend to think of the government 
as one big, tangled thing. 
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But our government has a lot of ditterent 
layers, pieces, and pny 





working together 
and in opposition, 


to represent and | 


also to repress. 
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Ske ote re cts 


If we want to 
understand 


“ Yow to make our 


government 
democratic 
as a whole, 


we have to 
unravel it and 
look at it piece 


by piece. 

















The Executive Branch 





The President. 


Everything the president says and 
does gets a lot of attention. 


And it makes sense. 
The president is 
basically the 
face of the US, 
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and, along with the 
r Se vice president, are our 
Benge Me — ONLY nationally 


elected leaders. 






But the president is just 
the head of a team that 
manages the departments 
of the U.S. government. 










Defense, 





and a DOZEN 
other executive 
departments. 
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Dept. of | 
Justice 






















Each of these 
departments also has 
its own subdivisions, 

cultures, and priorities. 


of people work for the 
executive branch, 
and about 4,000 

positions are appointed 

by each president. 













This system mostly 
operates on a winner- 
take-all basis: whoever gets 
the most votes in a state 
gets all that state's electors. 


The president is 
elected through an 

indirect system called 
the Electoral College. 


Four times in history, the 
Electoral College has 
elected a president 
rd who fewer ag 
or 


i) have voted 





















The number of electors each 
state has is based on its 
number of representatives in 
the U.S. House and Senate. 







Once elected, a president and the executive 
branch carry out policy as they see fit. 











How effective a 
president will be 
largely — 
on how well they 

manage their 
mostly permanent 
bureaucracy. 
















| or executive orders, 

\ which are binding 

; directives that an agency 
| is required to follow. 





| The president can issue | 
| executive actions, which 
| are informal proposals, 
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The president fulfills many roles, 
and has authority as a: 






Chief executive 



















Historically, 
the president's 
powers have 
tended to 
~~ grow over time 


=) 
» unless checked 
a = by Conaress. 
Commander in moet Y g 
Chief magistrate 


legislator 














diplomat 


The Legislative Branch 









The Senate q Originally, senators 
“The Upper House” werent elected. 


y Every state has | They were chosen by | # 


tors, regardless 
senators, regardless state legislatures. 


Congress was 
designed to be the 
central branch of fi 
our government. G&G See = 


Se oe 


of population 


1 
— 


Now senators | erg 
6 areeectedto | Tha Senate isthe | 


ore | only chamber that 


| : can: 
California New Mexico ~ -1# hold impeachment trials 


ai AN: and represent 
40 million 2 million | tis ph state, | ratify treaties 
giving people in small states rather than just |. ...¢. 
much more representation. | a district. confirm presidential 


APpoi ntments. 








The House and In either chamber, Bills are often 
Sanake need towork bills are drafted in ——-~ written by or 
t th ¥ | powerful specialized with the help of 
ogether TO pass laWS | «a committees. lobbyists. 
and spending bills. Y f N 
Congress s powers are 
laid out in Article ] 
Section 3 of the 
Constitution, but are 


always the subject 
of debate. 





















and small states that 
wanted each state to 
have equal power, 
regardless of 

| population. 


between large states 
| that wanted proportional 
representation 


Congress has — houses 
because of a 1/8] 


compromise. 
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10 Reps 


2 Senators 







~The bill must be voted 
on by that committee, 
arid THEN by the @ 


— —_ entire chamber. 








Here 
are a few 


key steps: 





+ Reps 
2 Senators 



















































































The House of Representatives | The House j | = Then it’ : Ra 
| “The Lower House” | e House is | The bill then has to pass ren it s sent to a4 
BEA) : meant to be closer the OTHER chamber, the president, 
gy ¢ Sea me e to the people, | which involves amend- who can sian 
4 \ (¢ Bilin bn ments, reconciliation, and the bill into law, 
ve, Ne Ky elected and is the only probably more lobbying. 
WW | VR WR representatives, chamber that can: 
temas, Il from every — 
ALWYN proportional to 3 
Ae population 3 g X(°) launch 
M&S Reps UE” | : 
A, rep from P of) impeachment 
| every state | 
district decide elections 
California: ‘ alike « After a veto, Congress has the final 
53 reps 2 year terns: | ‘ER tn jo ag say, and can still pass the law with a 


two-thirds vote in each chamber. 


The Judicial Branch 
The Courts 


The U.S. 
Constitution 
says relatively 
little about the 
judicial branch. 













Article Il established a ~ eas nee ae 
| rine t Circuit —— 
a f t Below the Supreme ities sot) 
| See Sey ere Se oe Court are 13 Federal eee 


up the rest. Appeals Courts 












| ist Circuit SSS 
| Appeals ei IAL 
N-H. &.1. 
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which review appeals 
from 74 district courts. 
l 


Together, these courts 
resolve issues dealing 
with the Constitution 

and federal laws. 










Individuals mostly deal 
with state and local 
laws and courts, which 
are not a part of the 
federal government. 


Cases brought at the 
state level CAN be 

| appealed to the 

| Supreme Court, 


but the top court only 
agrees to hear around 
1% of appeals, 















meaning the lower 
courts rulings usually 
stand. 


There are 7 Supreme Court justices - a number settled 
on in the 1800s, but not specified in the Constitution. 
















The chief justice 
presides over 
thousands of 
federal judges, 
and statts key 
committees and 
special courts 
across the 
branch. 


Each justice is questioned and | and allowed to 
appointed by the confirmed by serve a life-long 
president, the Senate, term. 


















Like Brownv. | — And Obergefell 


Because the _ Board of Education v. Hodges 


Supreme Court hears 
so few cases, they 
are often questions 
of monumental 
importance to how 
society functions. 
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which legalized 
desegregated same-sex marriage 
public schools. \ 

















Supreme Court . 
justices interpret the . 
Constitution. | 


The judicial branch is 
the least democratic 
of the 3 branches. 
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but try to stay 
nonpartisan and 

insulated from 
political pressure. 


They don't claim 
to represent the 
will of the people, 





Checks and Balances 


These three branches | so that no one branch | Each branch imposes a 
of government were | could accumulate too __ tangle of restrictions 
designed to spread “much power. and checks on 


power out, | | the others. 
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Con reSs was designed to 
be the central branch of our 
government. Congress can: 





Congress 
can override 


court decisions, 
investigate the 


\ | 
executive branch, can impeach 
and remove 
and can impeach judges, 


the president. 
VY can amend the | 
Congress confirms Constitution, eS 


presidential \ 
appointments, can reject 
/ nominees, 
eye) | | 


can G) can add or 
override subtract courts, 
vetoes, 








\eet ty 
and can change a 


court's jurisdiction. 


and 
can refuse 
sto legislate and 
> appropriate funds 
for the president's 
agenda. 











Legislative Branch | 


The President 


has fewer official checks 
| on the other branches. 


They can veto 
bills passed by 
Congress, 












and can call 
Congress into —__ 


| ee “special session. 


The executive 
branch can execute 


laws flexibly. 
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o ay ; : | - 7 


The president 
| nominates 
federal judges. 


The ig 
The president can bran 


pardon anyone choose how to-—__——- K 
convicted of a enforce laws 


faderal crime. 




















! The Courts 


The courts provide 
several essential checks, 
as well. 


The courts can 
rule that laws passed 


by Congress are 
unconstitutional, 





and the chief justice ru bagisietive 
ae Branch 
presides over impeachment 
trials carried out by 
the Senate. _ 


















unconstitutional, 


The courts 
— can also rule 
executive — ila, | 
s 





and issue i 
warrants for federal : 


law enforcement and 
intelligence agencies. 
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Executive Branch 


Sharing Power 


Because of all the abs _ it can be easy to 
attention we give Sen oT d) forget that the U.S. 
the President, i Nye! tk Pia" have just one 
GisbATIVE 


and the Supreme Court, = vé 


government... 


/ 
/ U.S. Federal 


Government 





It also has 50 separate state governments, 
plus the governments of districts and territories 
like Washington, D.C. and Puerto Rico. 
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— ol s Under the American system of federalism, 
_ the federal government shares power 
r with the state governments... 
V CA 
a a ..which in turn share power 
with local governments. 
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State Government 












Like the federal 
government, each 
state has its own 
constitution. 


Each constitution 
divides the state 

| government into the 
same three branches: 











and State 
Senate 




















& State Courts > 


State constitutions are 
often longer and more 
complicated than our 

national constitution. 





State Executive: 
The governor and 
executive offices 



















The way each state's 
constitution handles 
setting up these 

| branches varies widely. | 


New Hampshire 
has 400 reps in 
its lower house. 


While California 
has only a0 a in 
'Y 









their assemb 










] Rep for every 
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residents. 


] Rep for every 


405,464 


residents. 


For example: 
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Laws on many 
important issues are 













often decided at business 
the state level, $$k, regulation 
Tah and taxes, 


includi Ng: / wage 










voting rights 





gun 
control 


system 
policy. 


County Government 

















Local government is 
everything below the 
state government. 


Los Angeles County, CA 


C-.97J 
Some states put a ‘ 
lot of power in x \ | 
county governments. ‘ 
Some states hardly | \ eS | 
use them at all. : sae Sg em } 


Los Angeles County is 
the most populated 
county in the country. 

With over and has over 


} million tA 33 . i 100,000 


people, 


Los Angeles 
County contains 


cities employees 
this county has and all 
more people than unincorporated areas ue way OF RY 
+] US. states. within its territory, social a mi and ier: 






County governments 
can be set up in 
different ways. 


In Athens-Clarke 
County, Georgia, 
the city and county Meise 
governments are 
merged, and the 
area is broken up 
into districts. 










People elect the 
legislative branch, 
which includes 

a mayor and 10 
commissioners, 

as well as 

some judges. 
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The mayor and commission 
then appoint the 
executive, who carries out 
the duties of the local 
government. 





Generally, the 3) © Seang 
| most local layer Mabini 
of government is 
the municipality. 


5 ot large Council ors 


In Houston, Texas, 
citizens elect a mayor 
and 16 city baie: il 
1] by district and 5 at 
large to represent 

the city. 


Together, they 
bes important 
decisions about 
the city, 


| trying to balance a 
wide array of interests 
from diverse 
communities 


A municipality 
can also be as 
small as a town. 


The town of 
Hartford, Vermont, 
provides services to 


with a total 
5 small villages, | Sopulation 


| 10,000 people. 
They a saa 


issues and elect local 
officials, 


One “— a year, citizens 
across Vermont gather for 
a town meeting. 


population of only ee 


to allocate 
limited resources to 
serve more than 


2 million people. 


a rare example of 
direct democracy in 
government. 





We all Know that our democracy 
doesn't work as intended. 





At every level, there are problems that prevent 
our government from being fair and democratic. 








Whether it’s running 
for office 


contributing 
to campaigns 


or advocating 
policy, 


wealthy people and rd 


a have much more 
influence in our democracy 
than the majority of people. 
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Vote Suppression 


Some states do all 
Kinds of things to 
devalue the voice of 
certain communities. 





—_ 


Like requiring 
state [Ds to vote. 


(69 


Barring people 
with felonies 
from voting. 


Limiting votin 
hours and making 
polls hard to get 
to 


Drawing bogus 
districts to favor 


4 cf | a specific pry 
ers (gerrymandering). 
















Lack of Diversity 


Unlike the people of 

the United States, our 
government has mostly 
been made up of white 
men for its entire 
history. 
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Unresponsiveness 


Congress and the courts have often 
been slow or unwilling to correct 
racial, social, and economic 

injustices on their own. 





















Divided Government 


Too often, representatives dont 
work together, making it difficult to 
make lasting change and properly 
hold the other branches accountable. 






All of which creates an understandable 
feeling of.. 












s th 
\ dont See it whale Ene 
Wap pening. 






When the U.S. Constitution was ratified 

in 1788 “WE THE PEOPLE” only applied 

to land-owning white men 2] years of 
age or older. Over time, people 
Sandal that things change. 








14th 


| 15th 19th 
| 1863 Amendment 


18/0 Amendment 1920 Amendment 















Thestate cannot deny | Women can 


We were Slaves, now us the ight to vote 


itizen: : Now vote. 
We are citizens. ~ onthe grounds al vawe | Vo 
or Color or priot \32 years 
Condition of servitude. lot er. 






| a \E} : : ee ( : =) i \V ( a | 
V 76th Florida Amendment 4 | 
’ oting | t , Voting Rights 
] 105 Rights Act* ] qT] ] Amendment 20 ] ra) Restoration for 
| Felons Initiative 
Ta sale ; ee At 18, if Im The Stare co 
e oldenoughtobe | prevent me *fom 
= re wate dcofted, im ol . | Voting due to mistakes 
: 4g Vote. | me 
barriers to yoting. at 2 lye = tne 
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Our system is still flawed, but if people are 
willing to fight, progress can be made. 


*That the Voting Rights Act was partially struck down by the a Court in 2013 
shows that progress can be reversed, as well. 
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VOTING is an essential part of our democracy. 
We want to elect leaders that represent our 
interests and values, and who will use their 
power responsibly. 


We need to investin | We nae to guacd 
green infrasicucture! oUt Borders 
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- | he country’s most 
w portant issue. 


——- Social justice is 


PN Natl 
Gun Co 


Wealth care! | Right to Life! 
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But elections, especially at the national level where 


that the actual issues often get overlooked. 


we focus all our attention, have become so consumed 7 
ae A, political theater and the personalities involved r% 


If this is what democracy has 
come to, what's a person to do? 








The answer to this 
question is the most 
important thing to 
remember about 
democracy... 





It is the bits to | sometimes with people to frame and craft 
work — you disagree with... | collaborative action. 
(Money Money W j Who The 
Lor school for the Mae \ @ Aecid®S — golecklboard. 
safety! se aioe a Sidewalk! ea Lat? Selectboard 

























= 
© S6Tr 
if 


em | 4) \ olen 






This important work is and-netonts & Chae ae 
“4 best wh ALL 
more effective when elected officials. est when we 
done — : get involved. 
We . should go to a T work Tuesdays but L 
selectboord meetin can collect signatures to 
next Tuesday, Show sueport. can 
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All over, people are learning 
about how to make 7“ 
at every level... 
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and outside the 
government entirely. 









bringing Aacnaiactin practices to 


Communities are coming together to 
schools and workplaces, 


educate themselves about issues, 









and that's how AS students, 
en : Springfield Saved energy! We Should have 
| Llooked it up. 
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would it 
Work for us? 
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to Gill in where the gesvarimiatt 


isn't doing enough, and to plan for the future. 











No one should 
Nave to gohungry 7 _. | 
in this Community. st 


How can we 
Make Sure our 


~ Neighborhood Stays 
affordable? | 
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Sometimes this is slow, And sometimes it calls for 
patient work. immediate action. 
We sorte our Nice wotk, Dad, 
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So, what are you waiting for’ 
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Democracy is a promise that cant be realized without "Allowing ourselves to become 
each one of us—opting out is dangerous. a nation of silent, secretive, 





timid citizens is likely to result 
in a system of democracy and 
justice that is neither ver 
| democratic nor very just. 
“ —Dahlia Lithwick 
7 
Democracy is not 


@ right to Vote: . Just 
right to live in ie mG 












PMD EE nity,” 
Mira t ay —Naom; Kleie y 
However much or little time you have to get involved Remember Democracy 
iS enough, as long as it is something. never lasts long. It soon 
ne a. an — wastes exhausts and 
cme a heen sphryppgmianeccnned murders itself. 


There never was a 


Democracy Yet that did , 
not commit suicide. Democracy is the worst 


_Saunadaws form of government 
except for all those other 
forms that have been 
tried from time to time.” 
—Sir Winston Churchill 





Democracy requires no experience or 
expertise— only you. 
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THE GIRLS WERE CHAMPIONS IN THE 1980'S AND THE 


Bous WERE CHAMPIONS IN TRE 1990'S -- 


-~- AND TAKE My PLACE 
AMONG My NEIGHBORS. | -*s 
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YES, DEMOCRACY IS VOTES, | BUT IT IS 
PETITIONS, AND CALLS TO OUR BLOCKADES.. 
ELECTED REPRESENTATIVES. 


é. b. 


SO EVEN ACTS THAT DEFY THE 
Se ee) ee | ee 


THE UNITED STATES’ VERY EXISTENCE RESTS ON 
THE RIGHT OF THE PEOPLE TO TAKE DIRECT 
POLITICAL ACTION. 


N iG ye 


CAN EMBODY THE CORE SPIRIT 
OF OUR DEMOCRACY 


iE RIGHT TO PROTEST 
FOR RIGHT! 


MARTIN LUTHER KING, JR., 1968. 


NO MATTER WHO 
SITS IN OFFICE... 


THE PEOPLE 


POLITICIANS 
CAN BE 
USEFUL. 


BUT WE DON'T 
HAVE TO RELY 
ON THEM TO 
REFLECT WHO 
WE ARE 
— 
———— 
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RESOURCES 


When we set out to make this comic, the creative team quickly discovered that even though we followed 
the news every day, there was a lot we didnt know, or only kind of knew, about how our government 
works and is set up. We went to our local public library and checked out a pile of books on the subject 
and binge-watched educational programs like PBS's Crash Course series. We also discovered that most 
towns and cities have websites that explain how their local government is set up, which is a great resource 
for people to check out. 


Throughout the process of putting this comic together, we also consulted with educators and other 
experts in our efforts to make sure the information we conveyed is accurate. With so much material to 
boil down, it’s possible that we still got a few thing wrong, and will amend any errors in future printings. 
There's also a lot we would have liked to have included — like the role of journalism or how different 
countries and cultures approach democracy. We hope that this is just the start of a conversation. 


One takeaway from making this book is that working collaboratively made this a better comic. Images 
and ideas in Kevin's cover inspired Dan's drawings. Nomis sketches made their way into James's layouts, 
which were influenced by Dan's drawings and so on. Not everyone contributed the same, but everyone 
contributed something important. This process wasn't always smooth, but we held a common goal and 
that got us to where we needed to go. 


Another thing we learned from making this comic is that democracy works best when folks are educated 
and engaged. The following websites are resources that are designed to provide the information citizens 
need to do just that. 


KETTERING FOUNDATION 


kettering.org 


THE CENTER FOR 
CARTOON STUDIES 


cartoonstudies.org 
A teacher's guide to this comic book can be 
found at cartoonstudies.org/democracy 


BALLOTPEDIA ballotpedia.org 


A digital encyclopedia of American politics 
and elections whose goal “is to inform 
people about politics by providing accurate 
and objective information about politics at 
all levels of government.’ 


BALLOT READY ballotready.org 


A nonpartisan online voter guide for local, 
state, and national elections. 


DRAW OUT THE VOTE 


drawoutthevote.com 

Offers state-by-state information on how to 
register to vote along with other resources 
for getting educated and engaged. 


EVERYDAY DEMOCRACY 


everyday-democracy.org 

The creator of the study circles dialogue and 
deliberation process, Everyday Democracy 
offers assistance, training, and a variety 

of tools and techniques to strengthen 
democracy in local communities. 


The Kettering Foundation’s core question 
is, “What does it take to make democracy 
work as it should?” Kettering’s research 

is conducted from the perspective of 
citizens and focuses on what people can do 
collectively to address problems affecting 
their lives, communities, and nation. 


LEAGUE OF WOMEN VOTERS 


lwv.org 

Encourages informed and active 
participation in government, works to 
increase understanding of major public 
policy issues, and influences public policy 
through education and advocacy. 


POPVOX Popvox.com 


A neutral, nonpartisan platform for civic 
engagement and governing. 


VOTE411 vote41 l.org 


A “one-stop-shop” for election related 
information. It also provides nonpartisan 
information with both general and state- 
specific information on the election process, 
absentee ballot information, and polling 
place locations. 
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